Spotlight on…Ulrike Kutay Editor of FEBS Letters since 2002 by Walma, Tine
FEBS Letters 580 (2006) 4573Spotlight on. . .
Ulrike Kutay
Editor of FEBS Letters since 2002Ulrike Kutay studied biochemistry at the Humboldt Univer-
sity in Berlin. During her undergraduate degree, she was cho-
sen to do a practical in Tom Rapoport’s laboratory, one of the
few internationally competitive labs in East Germany. ‘‘It was
the best accident that could have happened to me.’’, she now
says. She later rejoined his lab to do her PhD, and a few years
later she moved with his group to Harvard (Boston). In 1996,
she returned to Germany for a post-doc with Dirk Go¨rlich at
the ZMBH (Heidelberg), before becoming a group leader at
her current university, the ETH in Zurich (Switzerland). Ulrike
edits papers for FEBS Letters in the ﬁeld of nuclear transport,
ribosome biogenesis and cell division.What was your ﬁrst scientiﬁc job?
Right out of high school, I worked for a year in a food re-
search laboratory. The purpose of my project was to develop
a ﬁeld bean-based substitute for nuts in foods by cooking them
together with a nut aroma. Nuts were expensive in East Ger-
many because they were imported. I was like Cinderella actu-
ally, sorting ﬁeld beans to separate the bad ones.What does your lab do now?
Very generally, my lab tries to understand the dynamics of big
macromolecular complexes in the cell and how they are assem-
bled in a spatially and temporally controlled fashion. Our ﬁrst
topic involves studying the (dis)assembly of the nuclear pore
complex (NPC) during mitotis. Our second topic deals with
the biogenesis of ribosomes. Here, we are mainly interested
in the role of trans-acting factors that are needed along the
assembly pathway for maturation of precursor subunits. We
use a variety of methods to answer our questions, everything
from biochemistry to cell biology, from in vitro to in vivo as-
says. Using a wide array of techniques and model systems is
sometimes challenging, but certainly never boring!What has been one discovery that you thought was a really
interesting result?
Of course, I consider what we did last as the most interesting
research. Lately, two students in my lab, Stephan Gu¨ttinger
and Jo¨rg Mansfeld, discovered a novel vertebrate transmem-
brane nucleoporin that operates in NPC assembly. This was
very exciting because, for the ﬁrst time, we can see how the
big mass of the NPC might be linked to the membrane [1]. I
also ﬁnd our previous work on export of microRNAs to be
very exciting work [2].0014-5793/$32.00  2006 Published by Elsevier B.V. on behalf of the Feder
doi:10.1016/j.febslet.2006.07.052Why is your 1995 paper so well cited? [3]
Because the data in it is still relevant today. This paper summa-
rizes all of the data frommyPhD. People are still trying to ﬁgure
out how tail-anchored proteins are integrated into the mem-
brane. I discovered that the integration process is ATP-depen-
dent and might not follow the classical pathways of membrane
protein integration. This ATP-dependent pathway is still not
well characterized, although our understanding has been modi-
ﬁed by recent reports by Stephen High’s lab that membrane
insertion can be SRP-dependent under certain conditions.How did 1997 end up to be such a good year for you
scientiﬁcally, ﬁve papers with more than 100 citations each [4–8]!
These papers address basic questions, the kind that set a re-
search ﬁeld. They came from my postdoctoral work on nuclear
transport in Dirk Go¨rlich’s lab. It was very exciting to be
involved in deﬁning the RanGTP-gradient model and in dis-
covering that nuclear export receptors use RanGTP for export
complex formation. The ﬁeld was exploding at that time and
I happened to be in an excellent team. We had the right
technology and we worked very hard; I often spent nights in
the lab.In your opinion, what makes a certain topic hot?
I think science rapidly develops in areas where very basic ques-
tions can be addressed. An example is the RNAi ﬁeld, which
started to explode a couple of years ago after the discovery
of microRNAs. If new ﬁndings of basic research can be
exploited in medicine – even better. . .What is the best part of your job?
I really enjoy interacting with my students, teaching them the
essentials of doing biological research and raising in them the
joy of doing science, but also being there in times of frustra-
tion. I try to handle every student according to their strengths,
giving them projects where they can develop independently. I
also love reading papers. It is like having the pleasure of dis-
covery instantaneously, without facing periods of impatience,
which may arise while driving projects forward myself.Where did you get your enthusiasm for science?
The joy of science was the most important thing that Tom
Rapoport’s lab imparted to me. Science can be hard, not every
project will work out in the beginning. You have to have pa-
tience sometimes and also persistence.References
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